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Abstract 
This is a paper studying, the negotiations and expectations, appearin through the 
exchange of ‘pocket money’, between the Danish state and the asylum seekers in 
Avnstrup asylum Centre.  The paper presents, the practices that surround the 
‘pocket money’ in Avnstrup Asylum Centre and how there are perceive. 
Furthermore it reflects upon the ‘pocket money’ as a tool of identification   Finally 
it explores the reasons and rationalities for the states funding of the asylum 
seekers.  The analysis is based on observations in Avnstrup Asylum Centre 
during the ‘pocket money’ day, and interviews with three asylum seekers, who 
collects their money in Avnstrup.  The paper consider three theoretical 
perspectives as important tools to understand the negotiations and expectation 
appearing between the Danish state and the asylum seekers through the 
exchange of pocket money.  The theoretical perspectives are respectively; Marcel 
Mauss and his theoretical framework on gift exchange in archaic societies, Michel 
Foucault’s ideas of ‘Governmentality’, and Erving Goffman’s conceptualizing of 
‘the self’  
The main conclusions found in the paper are that the inmates of Avnstrup are 
negotiating the states disciplining through the exchange of ‘pocket money’. The 
purpose of the ‘pocket money’ can be understood both as a space for establishing 
a ‘self’ and as a disciplining technique.  
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1. Problem Area 
1.1 Introduction 
‘Welcome to Avnstrup!’ Younes shakes my hand in front of the main building of 
Avnstrup asylum centre.  Groups of people pass by us and grab the door handle to 
the reception.  ‘So back in Avnstrup, for four years I have been here at this day. 
Always so many people, I don’t like it here, it’s a chaos.’ Younes have been in the 
Danish asylum system for 4 years, where he has been staying at Avnstrup Asylum 
Centre. During this time every second Thursday, he has been going to the main 
building to pick up his ‘pocket money’.  Recently Younes has moved to another 
camp named Dianalund. 
In the reception, the staff has marked a line with red and white tape, but people 
flock in front of the closed door into the big room where the ‘pocket money’ is 
given.  In front of the door, people are pushing each other to be first in line, to be 
certain to get their pocket money, and to make sure they catch the first bus back 
to Copenhagen, out of the camp. 
Outside the line, I meet Amin, and I ask him why he is not in the line. ‘All pushing, 
later, later. So many people now’. 
The door opens and people scramble into the big room.  Here three lines divide the 
crowd into three phases, deciding the amount of money they are to be given.  At 
the end of the lines, there is a long table where staff is seated administering the 
payments. Two police officers stand next to the table. 
People enter and leave the lines, they chat in the reception. Outside, a group of 
activists announces an asylum festival. A young man pass by them and suddenly 
turns towards me.  He is sad, sad that he cannot talk to anyone about how he feels, 
and sad about how he is treated as an asylum seeker: He claims that he has no 
rights in the Danish system. 
I see Amin talking to the Red Cross staff and he gets angry.  He takes a potted plant 
and throws it at the wall. It splits to pieces all over the floor.  He kicks the stick 
that marks the cue line so there is no longer a straight line into the hall. Instead, 
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the red-white tape is creating a twisted line on the floor. From the other side of the 
reception, the two police officers arrive with fast steps, they hand cuff Amin and 
leave the reception with him. 
I am tapped on the back, I turn around and a man asks; “Are you from the foreign 
services?” 
I leave the reception area with Younes heading out for some food with a guy named 
Ibrahim. We walk along the block. At the end is a small market place where people 
are shopping for groceries, bread and meat.  The market consists of two cars filled 
with imported foodstuffs, purchased with the asylum seekers pocket money. 
 
1.2 Relevance and problem statement 
Important work has been done on refugees and life inside asylum centres, both on 
international and on Danish ground. This literature has effectively documented the 
negative effects of the time spent waiting for new developments in asylum 
applications; the existential uncertainty applicants endure while waiting (cf. 
Griffiths 2014; Whyte 2009; Mørch Jensen 2009). Other work conceives of the 
experiences among asylum seekers as a condition of liminality, pointing to 
processes of social exclusion that asylum policies bring about (Hynes 2011). 
Moreover, the framework provided by Giorgio Agamben in his work ‘state of 
exception’ (2005) has also inspired critique of the way immigration laws tend to 
locate asylum seekers in a state of exception, meaning that they somehow falls 
outside the legal framework that provide other citizens with basic rights and 
security (Diken and Lausten 2005:79). 
Although I have also seen the long and monotonous waiting during my visits at the 
Danish asylum centres, I also experienced how one day in particular was different 
from the other days. This is the day where residents in the camp do not sit around, 
waiting, a day where the quiet camp comes to life with much activity. 
On a particular day every second week, hundreds of people, travels to Avnstrup 
Asylum Centre.  On these days, the asylum centre in Avnstrup is filled with nearly 
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a thousand people all rushing towards the reception to receive what is commonly 
referred to as ‘pocket money’ [cash benefits]. 
Pocket money day takes place every second Thursday at all Danish asylum centres. 
On the day when asylum seekers receive allowance, they are also required to sign 
papers that affirm they still stay in Denmark. 
It is the Danish state, which provides the asylum seekers with the so-called, ‘pocket 
money’.  I find the pocket money day interesting as a point of departure to study 
some of the ways in which asylum seekers do not only find themselves waiting, but 
are actively shaping parts of their life through budgeting and consumption. In this 
light, pocket money is a central practice that mediates the relation between state 
and refugees. 
 
The pocket money day is a day of tension and activity, and it is a day where a lot 
is at stake.  Through my focus on the pocket money day, I wish to shed light on 
the relationship between the asylum seeker and the state.  In the eyes of many 
asylum seekers, the state is often seen as something negative. Many express 
frustration over the waiting, not knowing how long to wait and not knowing what 
will happen in the future – whether they get permission to stay in Denmark or 
not.  This frustration is part of the reason why the state is rarely portrayed as 
something positive. Against this background, I find it interesting to examine what 
happens when the state is the possibly more ‘positive’ provider of money. It makes 
me wonder, how the asylum seekers understand the money, whether they see it as 
a salary, a present or something else? Examining how this money relates to the 
economy of asylum seekers’ more broadly, the paper looks closer at practices of 
budgeting. Against this background, this paper asks: 
How can pocket money payments shed light on negotiations and 
expectations between the Danish state and asylum seekers at Avnstrup 
Asylum Centre? 
To answer this question the paper will address the following research questions: 
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1. What practices surround ‘pocket money’ payments at Avnstrup Asylum 
Centre, and how are these perceived? 
2. How do asylum seekers administrate their economy? 
3. What reasons or rationalities can be found for why asylum seekers receive 
funds as ‘pocket-money’? 
 
To get a better understanding of how asylum seekers understand the meaning of 
the money; whether they see it as a salary or a present or something else, I draw 
on the theoretical work of Marcel Mauss analyzing the meaning of the gift. 
According to Mauss, a gift is voluntarily in theory, but in practice, a gift has to be 
repaid (Mauss: 2011: 1). Mauss’ theories on the gift will be a leading way in 
understanding the relationship between the state and the asylum seeker through 
the exchange of ‘pocket money’. 
I apply the critical perspective of Michel Foucault (1991) to analyze the power 
relations between the asylum seekers and the state. I do this in order to show how 
the ‘pocket money’ can be understood as a strategy to discipline. Complementing 
Foucault’s perspective, I have decided to apply Erving Goffman’s work (1961) on 
‘the self’ and the ‘total institution’. Erving Goffman assigns the agent with a 
capability to act in relation to others and might therefore give us a better frame to 
see how asylum seekers economize, budget or even counter state’s attempt to 
discipline. 
 
The empirical material for this paper is based on data collected at the asylum centre 
Avnstrup located in Sealand, Denmark.  I have been visiting this centre two times 
during pocket money days in order to observe the practicalities and practices that 
take place when money is distributed, and to get a sense of how the residents react 
during the day.  Furthermore, I have conducted three interviews with asylum 
seekers who receive pocket money from Avnstrup Asylum Centre. 
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Policy 
The Danish state divides asylum seekers into 3 phases. The amount of money they 
receive is dependent on the phase. 
First of all, there is a basic payment that all asylum seekers over 18 years will 
receive, unless they get food at the asylum centre.  Furthermore, there can be given 
a supplement payment when an asylum seeker is a dependent for 1. and 2. child, 
and a reduced payment for dependents for 3. and 4. child (Ny i Danmark; 
udlændingestyrelsen; 2015). 
The asylum seekers are supposed to make a contract with the asylum centres 
defining their work tasks, and the practices and lessons, they have to participate 
in. If the contract is met, a supplement in money can be provided.(Ny i Danmark; 
udlændingestyrelsen; 2015). 
If the asylum seeker originates from a country with low risk of being persecuted, 
he or she will be placed at a centre that provides food for the asylum seeker. 
Consequently, this asylum seeker will not receive money from the state. 
The basic payment is set to be 54,04 DKK each day for one adult, but if the adult 
has a partner (spouse or cohabitant), he will be provided with only 42,79 DKK pr. 
day. (Ny I Danmark; udlændingestyrelsen; 2015).  If the asylum seeker is in phase 
1, and it is still not decided whether the case will be treated in Denmark, he will 
receive a supplement of 9,02 DKK per day.  But if it is decided that the case will be 
treated in Denmark, he will receive 31,54 DKK per day (Ny i Danmark; 
udlændingestyrelsen; 2015). 
 
Chapter Outline 
The structure of this paper begins with my introduction above, wherein I have 
highlighted my central concerns, stated the relevance of my focus, and presented 
my problem statement and research questions. During the following chapters I will 
explore this problem statement through an ethnographic case study, and present 
my findings and concluding thoughts. 
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In my paper I wish to offer the reader an idea of how negotiations and expectations 
between the Danish state and the asylum seekers in Avnstrup can be understood 
through the exchange of ‘pocket money’. Hopefully, this will provide the reader with 
an understanding of how newcomers, who have escaped from war or conflict, 
experience their first time in Denmark, and how they react and respond to the 
welfare state. 
Following the theoretical and methodological chapters where I will present my 
concepts and my methods, my three empirical chapter will provide the reader with 
my analysis and my conclusion. 
In my first empirical chapter: “Practices and Negotiations surrounding ‘pocket 
money’ payments”, I will visualize the system for collecting ‘pocket money’, based 
on my observations in Avnstrup Asylum Centre. Further, I will analyse the 
negotiations made by the asylum seeker towards the disciplining system. 
 
In my second empirical chapter; “budgeting and pocket money”, I will explore the 
purpose of ‘pocket money’ by taking my point of departure in analyzing the 
definition of ‘pocket money.  Furthermore, I will apply the writings of Michel 
Foucault, which will provide the reader with an analysis of ‘pocket money’ as a 
disciplining technique.  Continuing I will present my interlocutors’ budgets and 
discuss how the economy is administrated.  Furthermore, I will shed light on how 
‘the self’, as defined by Goffman, is being established through the property of 
‘pocket money’. 
 
Finally, I will unfold my conclusions and present my results. 
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2. Theoretical Framework 
 
My report is written based on a qualitative study and has been formed through the 
inductive method. This means that the empirical data that has generated the 
theoretical framework, rather than the other way around (Creswell: Research 
Design, university of Nebraska Lincoln, Sage, page: 4). 
I have chosen three theoretical perspectives, which allow me to explore my problem 
statement: Marcel Mauss’ theories of exchange of gifts, Michel Foucault’s concept 
of ‘governmentality’ and finally, Erving Goffman’s theories on the ‘Total institution’ 
and his concept of ‘the self’.  These theories will provide the basis for an analysis 
with different perspectives and enable me to explain the relationship between the 
Danish state and the asylum seekers in Avnstrup. 
I will go further in depth with these theories in the following chapters. 
 
2.1 Marcel Mauss: The Gift 
 
Introducing Marcel Mauss 
I have chosen to employ the book; ‘The Gift’ by Marcel Mauss as an approach to 
explore how asylum seekers experience and react to the exchange of ‘pocket 
money’, and in particularly the experience of the relationship to the state through 
this benefit.  In this description of the chapter I will present and explain the key 
elements of Mauss that will be applied in my analysis. 
 
Marcel Mauss (1872-1950) was after Durkheim’s death (his uncle), the leading 
French Sociologist (Pritchard in; Mauss; 2011; p. v)).  His book ‘The Gift; Forms and 
Functions of Exchange in Archaic Societies’ was as Pritchard writes; ‘The first 
systematic and comparative study of the widespread custom of gift exchange and 
the first understanding of its function in articulation of the social order’ (Ibid; ix). 
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In the book, Mauss theorizes the exchange of gifts in archaic societies around the 
world.  He observes how markets are never detached from social relations.  (Mauss; 
2011; 2-3).  Further he argues that the market is never between individuals but 
always between groups (ibid; 3) 
In this paper, I apply Mauss’ perspective on the gift to understand pocket money, 
and I will direct specific attention to the way exchanges of gifts are establishing 
relationships and hierarchies between people. 
Through Mauss’ study of the gifts, I intend to analyze how the exchange of ‘pocket 
money’ affect the relationship between the state and the asylum seekers in 
Avnstrup Asylum Centre. 
 
Meanings of gifts 
“The given thing is not inert.  It is alive and often personified, and strives to bring to 
its original clan and homeland some equivalent to take its place.” (Mauss; 2011; 10) 
 
Marcel Mauss states that gifts, in theory, are given voluntarily, but, in the actual 
world, they are given and repaid under obligation (Mauss; 2011; 1). 
In the Archaic societies, such as the Maori one, a gift or taonga, contains the spirit 
(hau) of the one who gives it (ibid; 10). Gifts can be given in many situations, such 
as weddings (ibid; p.8). The hau follows with the gifts. 
 
To give a gift, then, is to give a part of you, a part of your spirit.  Furthermore Mauss 
states that a gift creates an obligation to repay (ibid; 10), and if one does not repay 
the gift it is a refusal of friendship (ibid; 11), and can mean a loss of one’s spirit 
(ibid; 38). When a gift is received it becomes a moral issue since a relation is 
established through the spirit of the gift (ibid; 10). Mauss writes; 
“A bond created by things is a bond between persons, since the thing in itself is a 
person or pertains to a person. To give something is to give a part of oneself.” (Ibid; 
10) 
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The future of the relationship is then dependent on the act of reciprocating the 
gift.  Therefore, to refuse a present is to refuse a relationship.  And, by implication, 
being unable to repay establishes a possible hierarchy. 
According to Mauss, giving gifts is a way to be recognized and honorable, in fact a 
way to position oneself in a society. When gifts are exchanged between people, 
different relationships are established. 
Mauss’ understanding of the gift gives us a way to understand pocket money as a 
practice that establishes the foundation for a hierarchical relationship. As Mauss 
notes, when one gives a present, he at the same time get at right over the recipient 
and his properties, as a kind of spiritual connection (ibid; 11). 
If we understand pocket money through Marcel Mauss’ theoretical framework on 
the exchange of gifts what does this mean? First, if we see pocket money as a gift 
it obligates the asylum seekers to repay, one way or another. Next, it establishes a 
social relation between the state who gives and the asylum seekers who receive. 
Finally, about hierarchy, Mauss’ theory suggests that the people who can’t repay 
will be underneath the people that give presents. 
 
2.2 Erving Goffman 
As a way to complement the relationships that can be established through gift-
giving, I also want to direct attention to ‘the self’ as a central theme to investigate 
the kind of negotiations and expectations that exist between the state and the 
asylum seeker. In order to theoretically engage with this relation, I find it essential 
to my paper to explore how ‘the self’ is established through being able to 
administrate one’s own budget.  Hopefully, this will provide the reader with a better 
understanding of how the refugee understands the Danish state as something that 
can be both negative and positive. 
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The total institution 
In Goffman’s writings on the total institutions, he states that they are often 
located outside more populated areas in order to prevent social intercourse 
(Goffman; 1957; 313).  Goffman further states that we in normal life work, sleep 
and play different places, under different authorities, while inmates of a total 
institution do all these thing under the same authority and at the same place 
(ibid; 314).  In other words is all aspects of life lived under the same authority, 
when living as an inmate of a social institution.  Further he characterizes the 
institution with scheduled activities and equal treatment of it’s inmates 
(ibid;314). 
In Goffman’s writings he have focused on the relation between the inmates and 
the staff of the institution. While the inmates are restricted of intervening in the 
social world outside the institution, the staff is integrated in it 
(ibid;315).  Goffman states that the social mobility between staff and inmates is 
restricted, and as the inmates tends to feel inferior, weak and guilty, they see the 
staff as high-handed, condescending and mean (ibid; 315).  In other words, there 
is in a total institution a division of status between the inmates and the staff, 
where the staff has to discipline the inmates.  When inmates a moving to a total 
institution, they will be send through a process of mortification (ibid; 217), which 
stripping of the inmates it’s personal objects and identity tools, that he has 
established his self through  
Avnstrup asylum centre does to some extend, I argue, approve the characteristics 
of a total institution.  An example could be the geographical placement of the 
camp, as it is placed in the forest far away from the city.  I will though in this 
project not focus on characterizing Avnstrup as a total institution, I will rather 
focus on the mortification process, and how the ‘pocket money’ can be a tool to 
establish the self under a total institution. 
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The mortification process 
 
The mortification process is a process in the total institution, wherein the 
individual which come to be an inmate of the institution, gets stripped of the 
essence of hi self, as Goffman writes: 
“The recruit comes into the institution with a self and with attachments to supports 
which had allowed this self to survive. Upon entrance, he is immediately stripped 
of his wonted supports, and his self is systematically, if often unintentionally, 
mortified.” (Goffman; 1957; 317) 
Goffman presents different techniques to the mortification process, such as, 
taking away personal objects, which is identifying his self.  In addition, his 
contact to the world outside, such as family, work and other occupations is 
chopped of. 
To sum up the mortification process, is which takes away the identity or the self, 
which the inmate has established in the world outside, in order to make him, just 
an inmate, alike the other inmates.  
 
The Self 
Goffman can be understood as an interactionist as he assigns people with the 
power to act, stage and identify oneself in relation to other people. According to 
Goffman, ‘the self’ is formed trough the relation to other individuals, in what he 
describes and analyses as face-to-face interaction (Goffman; 2004; 39). In his 
analysis Goffman writes that the individual uses different territories in order to 
define the self (ibid; 161).  A part of this territory which defines the self is the 
individual’s clothes and objects (ibid;170).  In other words, an individual’s 
belongings and his right to chose it’s belongings is an important element for 
establishment of the self. 
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2.3 Michel Foucault: Governmentality 
The concept of ‘governmentality’ came to be an interest to me after meeting with 
Younes at the Avnstrup asylum centre. Younes mentioned how there would 
sometimes be a cut in the ‘pocket money’, if one did not fulfill the contract made 
with the camp, or if they broke something in anger.  This made me think of the 
‘pocket money’ as a ‘carrot – punishment tool’.  It is therefore essential to my 
assignment to explore whether the ‘pocket money’ is being used as a strategy to 
discipline. This, I believe, is most meaningful to analyze with the theoretical work 
of Michel Foucault. 
 
Power 
Michel Foucault argues that there has been a change in the form of power. 
(Foucault in; rabinow 1991:258). He states that the power before the 18th century, 
was a sovereign power, where the king had the right over life and death of his 
civilians, a kind of top-down power (Foucault in; Rabinow 1991: 258).  The 
technique of the power was, in other words, to exercise the right to kill.  He further 
states, that there, specifically in the west have been a change in to a kind of 
administrating power, which has the purpose to organize, as seen is the following 
quotation: 
“But this formidable power of death…now presents itself as a counterpart of a power 
that exerts a positive influence on life, that endeavours to administer, optimize, and 
multiply it, subjecting it to precise controls and comprehensive regulations.” (Foucault 
in; Rabinow 1991: 259) 
The new kind of power is, according to Foucault, focused on life and health, and 
that there during the 19th century came techniques to control the bodies and the 
population.  He defines this period as the era of ‘biopower’ (ibid; 262).  Now the 
technique was to discipline and this is done through several institutions (ibid; 
262).  As we can understand from Foucault, this change of power means that the 
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top-down power where a king is the sovereign has transformed.  Instead, the power 
has been spread between many institutions of the society. In this way discipline 
happens through practices of surveillance and regulation (ibid; 266). Even in ways 
where people learn to regulate themselves, for example through institutions, their 
worksites, or by “corrects” ways to administrating their individual economy 
“…”Discipline” may be identified neither with an institution nor with an apparatus; 
it is a type of power, a modality of its exercise, comprising a whole set of instruments, 
techniques, procedures, levels of application, targets; it is a “physics” or an 
“anatomy” of power, a technology. And it may be taken over either by “specialized” 
institutions (the penitentiaries or “houses of correction” of the nineteenth century), or 
by institutions that use it as an essential instrument for a particular end (schools, 
hospitals), or by preexisting authorities that find in it a means of reinforcing or 
reorganizing their internal mechanisms of power (…)” (Foucault in; Rabinow; 1991; 
206) 
Michel Foucault defines discipline as a type of power, as a power divided between 
the institutions of the nineteenth century.  The purpose of the disciplines is to 
establish order in the society (ibid; 207).  In other words that the individuals act in 
predictable ways, and for example do not start a revolution.  This is done with 
different techniques, such as the ‘panoptisism’, which is a kind of surveillance 
where inmates are located in cells in circle around a surveillance tower, in this way 
they never know when they are watched, but can be watched all the time (ibid; 
207).  Many of the disciplining techniques are a kind of surveillance, such as 
signing forms or contracts and registrations. As we see for example in the asylum 
centres, where the inmates every second week, when collecting their ‘pocket 
money’, are asked to register and sign a document. 
The strategy with disciplining is that it is divided between so many institutions and 
groups, that the individuals will always be under surveillance, and that individuals 
to some extend are watching each other (ibid;209). This method constitutes an 
infra-law which regulate and discipline the individuals (ibid; 211-212). 
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Reading Foucault pocket money can be seen as a way the state attempts to make 
asylum seekers responsible, as a technique to discipline. In this way it is “a gift” 
where asylum seekers are “obligated” to administrate their money in the right way. 
Not to spend it all at once. Also, that they need to behave well to get their pocket 
money. 
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3. Methodology 
 
This paper is based on qualitative data collection. Since I am exploring individual 
life worlds, and the meanings individuals assign to a societal problem (Creswell; 
2009; 4), I find qualitative, rather than quantitative research methods useful. I 
explore the individual’s life world through the worldview of constructivism, as 
founded by Berger and Luckman in the book “The social Construction of 
Reality”.  Following the social constructivist approach, I view reality as socially 
constructed, and each individual as constructors of their own reality based on the 
social space they navigate (Berger & Luckman; 1996; 168).  The paper is built on 
a case study which is “concerned with the complexity and particular nature of the 
case in question” (Bryman; 2012; 66), here focusing on the case of ‘pocket money’. 
The methods I have employed to explore this case are mainly participant 
observation and qualitative interviews. This combination of methods has enabled 
me to collect empirical data on practices as well as on narratives. 
 
3.1 Location and positions 
The selection of my interlocutors has been facilitated through my gatekeeper 
‘Younes’. As this gatekeeper was well connected to other asylum seekers at the 
asylum centre ‘Avnstrup’, located in Sealand, I chose to collect my empirical data 
on the ‘pocket money day’ at this particular centre. The choice of this location was 
helpful in the sense that I was able to quickly get access to extended networks of 
asylum seekers. 
My fieldwork has taken place among single men who collect their ‘pocket money’ 
at the Avnstrup asylum centre. Throughout my paper, the reader will meet Amin 
who is 30 years, have spend 4,5 years in the asylum system, are currently in phase 
3 and live in Avnstrup Asylum Centre. Ibrahim is 39, have been in the asylum 
system for 2,5 years, is in phase new I phase 3 and stays as well in the Centre.  
Sayed is 28 years, have been 4 years in the asylum system, is in phase 3 but with 
a reopened case and lives in Copenhagen. 
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As such, my findings are based on the perspectives of these young men. If I had 
chosen, for example, families or single women as interlocutors, my research 
findings might have ended up different.  In other words, my project offers an 
analysis informed by particular perspectives and experiences, which cannot be 
generalised. 
My own position has also influenced the positions of my interlocutors, and 
consequently my research findings. As a researcher, I have stepped into my 
interlocutor’s life world, and I am aware that my presence has affected their 
behaviour and reflections. Mainly young men inhabit the Avnstrup Centre, and it 
is not normally, a place where Danish people come to visit.  My presence has 
therefore caught attention. This has enabled me to meet and chat with inhabitants 
from the centre, and thus to generate data for my project, but simultaneously my 
presence has affected how the inhabitants have acted and navigated.  My presence 
in the camp will therefore affect my conclusions. 
Maybe, the fact that I’m white and look Danish have scared some of the inhabitants 
away and made others come closer.  During my time at Avnstrup I have several 
times been met with the question; if I was from the foreign services.  The foreign 
services is for most of the inhabitants an object of tensions and frustrations, but 
also an object of interest, since many are waiting for information on their case from 
the foreign services. 
 
3.2 Participant observations 
During my data collection, I have participated in two ‘pocket money’ days at 
Avnstrup asylum centre. Here, I have been doing participant observation in order 
to get a sense of how my interlocutors experience the ‘pocket money day’. More 
specifically, I have been concerned with the practicalities of how the ‘pocket money’ 
is delivered from the Red Cross staff to the asylum seekers, and how the asylum 
seekers at the centre have received and responded to the exchange of ‘pocket 
money’.  In this regard, participant observation has generated a sense of social 
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practices at the asylum centre, as they unfold during the particular event of pocket 
money. 
The participant observation around ‘pocket money’ exchanges has been 
explorative. When following my interlocutors I have thus continuously identified 
new subjects of interest, such as the role of the police, informal food markets and 
other practices and events taking place during the ‘pocket money’ day. As such, I 
have been able to incorporate unexpected perspectives into my analysis. My 
observations has generated empirical material which I can unfold my analysis 
upon, but this also means that my conclusion will be restricted to the days I have 
been present in the centre.  I can in this sense, not conclude in general on the 
activities during ‘pocket money’ days, but instead inspire for future research.  This 
is as well applies for my interviews. 
 
3.3 Interviews 
Participant observation has been followed up with qualitative interviews. After 
observing the social practices of my interlocutors, I have formulated an interview 
guide in order to collect empirical data on their experiences of the ‘pocket money’ 
day.  My interview guide has been semi-structured in the sense that I have been 
preparing questions relating to my problem statement, but I have left space for new 
questions to emerge during the interviews. In order to structure, conduct, analyze 
and report my interviews I have followed Steinar Kvales “seven stages on an 
interview inquiry” (Kvale; 2009; 102).  Furthermore, I have recorded and 
transcribed my three interviews. 
I have opened my interviews with a conversation about my interlocutors’ budgets, 
which I have asked them to write down on a piece of paper.  Their budgets have led 
to questions where I have tried to trace the money in order to understand how their 
formal and informal economy is running. Furthermore, I have asked question of 
their experiences of the exchange of ‘pocket money’ and how they reflect on the 
meaning of them. 
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During analysis, I have continuously compared the data generated during 
participant observation with the data generated during interviews in order to 
examine how my interlocutors’ practices correspond to their narratives about 
‘pocket’ money economies. 
 
3.4 Ethics 
Ethics has been a significant concern during data collection at the Avnstrup 
asylum centre. When engaging in discussions with my interlocutors, I have 
considered how remain open about the purpose of my research, while at the same 
time avoiding to reveal the details of my research agenda in order not to shape their 
responses and reflections. 
According to Kvale the researcher’s integrity is determinant for the quality of the 
research and he furthermore states: 
“Morally responsible research behavior is more than abstract ethical knowledge 
and cognitive choices; it involves the moral integrity of the researcher, his or her 
sensitivity and commitment to moral issues and actions.” (Kvale; 2009; 74) 
Furthermore, I have offered my interlocutors to read through my field notes and 
transcribed interviews, in order to agree on the contents.  I have decided to use 
cover names for my interlocutors, in order for them not to be recognized, as I 
acknowledge the risks they take by sharing their information with me. 
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4. Practices and Negotiations surrounding ‘pocket money’ 
payments 
 
4.1 Introduction to chapter 
In this chapter, I wish to describe the scenario where the ‘pocket money’ is 
received.  I find it important to provide the reader with a picture of this scenario in 
order to give a better understanding of the circumstances for exchange between 
the state and the asylum seekers, and the reactions to this exchange.  This relates 
to the writings of Michel Foucault and Erving Goffman as described above.  I will 
continue with an analysis on how the money is received by the asylums 
seekers.  The analysis is generated by my empirical data, and by Marcel Mauss’ 
writings on the exchange of gifts.  Furthermore, I will explore the asylum seekers 
reactions to the state and this scenario of exchange. 
 
4.2 ‘Pocket money’ settings 
The ‘pocket money’ day normally starts around 13.00 and finishes around 16.00. 
Yet, the line to the pocket money starts already at 12.00.  Avnstrup is abnormally 
crowded they day ‘pocket money’ is delivered, since approximately half of the 
refugees belonging to the camp live in Copenhagen or other places outside the 
camp.  There are two possible ways to reach Avnstrup Asylum Centre with public 
transport. I chose to take the train from Copenhagen central station to Viby Sj. 
Station, and then bus number 214.  It is a special experience to drive with the bus; 
it is full of men chatting with each other, and there is a lot of noise - not like a 
normal bus trip in Copenhagen. 
From outside the camp, you can see people hasting towards the reception from the 
different buildings that the camp consists of. 
When I go into the reception area, the door to the hall where the money is delivered 
is still closed. Two lines are set up to encourage a decent cue culture.  In front of 
the door a group of people has pushed the cue line away in order to be as close to 
the door as possible, a bit of pushing and yelling at each other. Everyone wants to 
stay as close to the door as possible. 
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In the other end of the reception, the help desk is located. Here a few people have 
lined up to get help with changing room or other practicalities. 
The big door to the hall opens and the people in front run in.  In the hall there are 
three lines divided into phase 1, 2 and 3, depending on where in the process of 
asylum application the refugee is. At the end of the line is the Staff sitting dividing 
the money.  The asylum seekers go to register their names and receive their 
money.  Two staff members in charge of securing that everything turns out 
smoothly are standing in the door opening. If any problems appear which the staff 
cannot administrate, they can call the police, who will arrive and handle the 
problem. 
 
After receiving the ‘pocket money’, some of the Asylum seekers go to the reception 
to chat, some go to pay back borrowed money, or to fix practical stuff in the 
helpdesk.  Outside, between the buildings, a small market appears. Here a group 
is shopping groceries such as bread and meat. Others use their time to prepare 
dinner in the kitchens.  At the bus stop a big group of people is waiting, again 
pushing and yelling to reach the first possible bus out of the camp. 
 
Following Foucault it can be argued that the distribution of the ‘pocket money’ is 
performed through several techniques of disciplining. They need to register and 
sign their names. Cue lines divide the group into categories. And, the police that is 
there is a way to make people stay in line and behave properly. 
 
4.3 How the money are received 
As evident from the description above, it is important for some asylum seekers to 
be the first in the line. Consequently, the straight-line culture is not always 
practiced during ‘pocket money’ day. As explained by Amin: 
“It depends on the person, if he wants to go back to Copenhagen, he has to go in 
front of the line, in order to take the next bus.  That’s why they are fighting and try 
to get first in the line.”  - Amin 
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As approximately half of the asylum seekers collecting their money at Avnstrup 
Asylum Centre do not actually live at the centre, but instead in Copenhagen, they 
are eager to head back home.  Furthermore, the urgency of getting hold of the 
money relates to the food shopping at the centre. One of the first things asylum 
seekers to do after receiving the money is to go shopping. As there are around 800 
people who want to go shopping for food, and the bus arrives twice per hour, it can 
be hard to get a seat. 
After receiving the money, one of my interlocutors explains the joy from buying 
something you could not afford for a long time: 
“Sometimes you like to buy something, but you don’t have enough money, so at the 
pocket money day, it is nice to go and buy that.  For example, you like ice cream but 
you didn’t have the money to buy it, so at the pocket money day when you have the 
money, you will go and buy your ice cream.” - Amin 
This means that the pocket money enables the asylum seekers with the freedom to 
purchase items to enjoy which they cannot normally enjoy.  This freedom is first 
experienced after the cue and the registration, and it seems important to act upon 
that freedom as fast as possible. Consequently, it is important to be first in line. 
None of my interlocutors likes the pushing crowd, and therefore they wait until 
later, if they do not have to do any urgent shopping.  When asking my interlocutors 
whether they prefer to be first or last in line, they all make it clear that they are not 
the one pushing: 
It depends, if I have to do something in Copenhagen, at the centre or outside, if I have 
to do something I’m in hurry, if I have to do something I go first.  Still I see there is a 
big line and I cannot do so much, I just try to see if I go fast, but I am not the one 
pushing. - Ibrahim 
Standing in line, waiting for pocket money illustrates the power relation between 
the state and the asylum seekers. As noted also by Bourdieu: “The all-powerful is 
he who does not wait but makes others wait” (Bourdieu; 2006; 228). This quote 
implicates the power positions between the state and the asylum seekers.  The 
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state has the money and can therefore make the asylum seekers wait in long lines 
to receive their funds.  We can better understand this procedure as a disciplining 
technique as describe by Foucault, than as an actual exchange of gifts: 
It is therefore not a gift in the common sense. Normally a gift is not something that 
you have to line up for, it is rather generously offered (Mauss; 2011;1). 
To make the asylum seekers line up to receive their money, I argue, is a disciplining 
technique, where the asylum seekers are being surveyed by the staff, where they 
need to follow the red-white cue line marker. 
As we can understand from the cue culture in Avnstrup, the asylum seekers do not 
always follow these but can oppose the disciplining of them, by pushing the cue 
line marker. My interlocutors did several times express their discontent with the 
way the pocket money is being given: 
“If they gave us a bank account, like they do in Sweden, we could collect our money 
from an ATM, then we don’t need to waste our time and stay all day in the camp 
every time it’s pocket money day.” - Amin 
The cues are something that asylum seekers need to go through to get their money. 
They have to go to Avnstrup. But as Amin explains, most would rather collect the 
money from a bank. Although Mauss points out that the one giving the gift is giving 
a part of his spirit (the Hau), asylum seekers did not appear to perceive the money 
as a personal relation, or as the spirit of someone giving them something. 
 
4.4 Perceiving the system 
Besides letters from authorities, interviews with the immigration, and possible 
court proceedings, the ‘pocket money’ day is significant in shaping the relation 
between the state and the asylum seekers.  I argue that the exchange of pocket 
money symbolizes a meeting between the state and the asylum seeker.  In praxis 
the asylum seekers never get to meet anyone they can blame to be responsible of 
their position, and therefore, I argue, the exchange of ‘pocket money’ is their closest 
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connection to the state. Therefore we see a day of tension and strong, often 
physical, reactions at the asylum centre. 
As described in the introduction, I observed an interlocutor’s anger attack during 
my first trip to Avnstrup. Several times following this incident he approached me, 
trying to explain why he got angry. During my interview with him I got to 
understand that he wanted to talk to the police, who he understood as 
representative of the state: 
“The reason I got angry and this happened, was because I have spend two years, 
almost two years to talk to the red Cross staff, [asking] to move me to another asylum 
centre, and they didn’t cooperate. On that day, I saw the two police officers, they 
came to the camp. I want to talk to the police officer, I ask some people if they could 
speak Danish or English to come and translate for me to, make a conversation with 
the police, but nobody help me to translate. 
I want to tell them to help me to move to another centre. Even I ask the red cross staff 
to help me to find someone to translate and to arrange the meeting with the police 
officer. I even talked to someone. I asked her to help me to talk with the police officer, 
but she said I cannot help you and go out of our office. Then I was trying to make a 
problem so the police would come and catch me.  When I’m quiet probably, they will 
listen to me, but when I make problems they don’t care. They just put handcuffs on 
me, and take me to the police station.” - Amin 
This example shows how an asylum seeker uses a strong reaction as an attempt to 
be moved into another centre, as he believes that the appearance of the police can 
give him some kind of contact to the state.  This is at some level another way of 
demonstrating the dissatisfaction with the relation to the state.  In this scenario, 
the state is not perceived as the positive provider. 
 
4.5 Appearance of the Police 
It rarely happens that police officers show up at the ‘pocket money’ day to maintain 
order.  When they appear, an intense atmosphere is felt in the camp.  While 
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conducting the interview with Amin, he shares his feelings when observing the 
police in the camp: 
“I feel sadness, it is like animals, they bring the shepherd for the sheep’s, it is for 
people who did crime and have to go to the court, like the Moroccans. Beside that, 
this is a story from 2013, when they started to deport the afghan people, because as 
I know, they are not authorized to catch the people at the pocket money day. They 
can catch the people in the room but not in the pocket money cue, but they used that, 
they came by the cue and catch the afghan people maybe 15 in one day, during the 
pocket money, so it happens.” - Amin 
The use of police during ‘pocket money day’ is another strategy of disciplining. As 
the police officers are the executive power agents of the state law, their appearance 
can be disciplining in itself, as the asylum seekers notice they are being surveyed. 
Simultaneously, the presence of the police produces insecurity. As explained by 
Amin this insecurity is created as the police might unexpectedly approach them 
during the delivery of pocket money in order to deport them. 
 
4.6 Marketplace 
While pocket money day is a day of tension and anxiety for many it gives others 
ways to make money. One group of men has seen their chance to earn some money 
during ‘pocket money’ day in Avnstrup.  They arrive to the centre in two cars and 
a small market place is established where people from the camp go to buy food. 
This small market place was not something that the asylum centre organized, and 
can be regarded as a place where asylum seekers can use money as they want .  As 
suggested by Goffman, considering ‘the self’ inside total institutions, such a space 
can serve to grant a sense of agency and control: 
“In total institutions there will also be a system called secondary adjustments, 
techniques which do not directly challenge staff management but which allow 
inmates to obtain disallowed satisfaction. E.g. deals. Secondary adjustments provide 
the inmate with some evidence that he is still, as it were, his own man and still have 
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some protective distance, under his own control, between himself and the 
institution.” (Goffman; 1957; 323) 
Although asylum centres are different from total institutions on some points, the 
market enables inhabitants, who cannot afford to leave the camp, to make use of 
their pocket money in unexpected ways that are not always regulated by the state. 
Even though the staff at the asylum centre is well aware of the market, they choose 
to accept it. 
 
4.7 Conclusion of the chapter 
As this chapter has tried to show, practices and perceptions around ‘pocket money’ 
in Avnstrup can help understand relation between the state and the asylum 
seekers in different ways: 
The pocket money day at Avnstrup asylum centre is influenced by several 
disciplining practices that make asylum seekers respond to the presence of the 
state. 
One of the significant responses in this regard can be observed in the practices of 
cue culture. 
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5. Budgeting and pocket money 
 
This chapter will be concerned with the asylum seekers’ definition and 
administration of their pocket money.  It will take a point of departure in the money 
that they receive from the state and attempt to trace where the money goes,. In 
addressing this topic, I will direct attention to Goffman’s concept of ‘the self’ and 
explore the ‘pocket money’ as something that makes it possible to establish a sense 
of ‘self’.  In relation to Goffman, I will draw on Michel Foucault’s 
writings.  Hopefully, this will provide the reader with an idea of how the ‘pocket 
money’ can be used as a discipline technique.  With this chapter, I wish to provide 
the reader with an overview of my interlocutors’ economies, and an idea of the 
state’s expectations of providing the money, and how my interlocutor’s negotiate 
these expectations. 
 
5.1 Discussion of the term; ‘Pocket Money’ 
I remember as a child when I started to receive pocket money from my parents, as 
a repay I would polish my mother’s silverware or wash her panels in the living 
room.  I knew that she expected me to do this in order to earn my money.  In this 
way, my ‘pocket money’ was a way to teach me how to work for money.  When I 
started my field work in Avnstrup, I heard that the asylum seekers was calling 
every second Thursday for ‘pocket money’ day, I thought it was funny that they 
called it by the name of pocket money, and I understood it as a way of criticising 
the amount of money they were given.  At a later point, researching the topic, I 
found out that it was in fact state authorities, which had defined this benefit as 
‘pocket money’ (Retsinformation1).  The definition ‘pocket money’, I argue in a 
linguistic context present a picture of the state being the parents of the asylum 
seekers, a kind of power relation, where the state is the caretaker of the asylum 
                                                          
1 ; Forslag til folketings beslutning om forbedring af levevilkårene for asylansøgerne; accessed 24-
05-2015 on;  https://www.retsinformation.dk/Forms/R0710.aspx?id=96918.) 
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seeker. When asking my interlocutor Sayed, why he thought the benefit was called 
‘Pocket Money’ he gave me the following answer: 
“Because it is a small amount of money, because they use it for food, so they don’t 
want to put a specific name for it.  It is in your pocket and you need to spend it on 
your food and it is also a very small amount, and it will not stay longer than 14 
days.  So it’s, I think that’s why they make that name, but I don’t know. I think, this 
amount of money, they know it is not so much, but as long as you live in the Centre.  It 
is first when an asylum seeker come to Denmark or any specific country, I talk about 
Denmark cause I came here I have never been in another country.  They also provide 
some clothes and shoes and stuff like this, so that’s how they estimate that this 
amount of money will be enough for living. We just eat.” Sayed 
On the Foreign Service’s webpage for foreigners, they inform that asylum seekers 
will be supported with cash benefits for clothes, hygiene articles, and food if they 
do not live in a centre with a canteen (udlændingestyrelsen2). 
So, the purpose of the money is to provide the asylum seeker with basic needs.  My 
interlocutors also shared this perception when they were asked why they got the 
money. They often answered that it was in order to survive and to be able to eat. 
They further argued that it was a responsibility of the state to be the caretakers of 
them. 
 
5.2 The budget 
The consumption of my three interlocutors is rather similar.  Sayed and Ibrahim 
both receive 1198 kr. every second Thursday while Amin receive 756 kr..  Their 
money is mainly used for food and phone expenses.  While Ibrahim and Sayed also 
have money left for entertainment, Amin uses his last money on transportation to 
the church. 
 
                                                          
2 ; nyidanmark; Forsørgelse; accessed 25-05-2015 on; http://www.nyidanmark.dk/da-
dk/Ophold/asyl/asylansoegernes_vilkaar/forsoergelse.htm) 
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“No, Seriously. For a person like me I really spend a lot of money.  I mean even though 
I know that I don’t have so much money as I spend.  I try to get more from my friends 
or do something. For example, my brother came the other day and he said: Sayed is 
this the money that you have? And you survive? And I said aaah.  That’s how I live 
I cannot afford more than this.  Then he give me a lot of money, and he said that you 
can spend, but now I only have 1000kr. Left. (Laughing) never ever I can keep money 
in my pocket.  It’s really like my behavior that if it comes, I feel like why I have money, 
what should I do.  In so many ways, I spend it.” - Sayed 
 
Sayed further adds on his budget that he borrows around 300 kr. from his friends 
every second week.  He defines himself as an active consumer, and admits that he 
cannot keep his money in the pocket.  Ibrahim unlike Sayed, is able to, from time 
to time, to save around 300 kr. before the two weeks has passed.  While visiting 
Ibrahim in the camp, he prepared fish that he himself had caught in the lake close 
to the camp.  He explained to me that he normally goes fishing everyday.  Catching 
fish in the lake means that he will safe some money on food. 
 
When no more money is left, the asylum seekers find other ways to collect 
money.  My interlocutors explain how they borrow money from their friends, and 
pay them back on the upcoming ‘pocket money’ day. 
Another possibility is to sell the bus tickets, which is a well know method in the 
camp, and seen as a market in itself. 
Amin explains an unpleasant episode he experienced, when having spent two days 
out of the camp: 
 
“Last time, because we have a sharing kitchen with fridge and freezer, and last time 
I was not in the camp for two days, and the other room, they went to the kitchen, 
and they opened my fridge and they took my food and everything I bought. I went to 
the office and we explained the situation, but they just wrote an email for the police, 
and they said they could not do anything; we cannot give you your money or food. “ 
- Amin 
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5.3 ‘Pocket Money’ and ‘the self’ 
According to Erving Goffman, living under the roof of a ‘Total institution’ is 
damaging to ‘the self’. When someone are committed to a total institution, they will 
go through a process of mortification (Goffman 1957; 217), which strips them of 
their inmates personal belongings or what Goffman calls their identity tools, things 
that enable them to establish and maintain a self. 
The self is created through interaction and extended through personal 
objects.  Avnstrup asylum centre does to some extend fall into the category of a 
‘total institution’.  But, the provision of ‘pocket money, I argue, is a way the 
institution or state provides a space for the asylum seeker, in which he can 
rationally administrate his own budget. And, therefore also gives him a sense of 
identity and agency. Sayed explains: 
 
“[after getting the pocket money]  I left.  I took the bus at 3. o clock and then I bought 
okra. I don’t know, it just become my good buddy.  Always, if I don’t get to eat it in 
a week, I feel like how I didn’t eat okra? And, when I go to the shop now, the people 
working there, they look at me, and it is not a surprise, because, you know, they 
know what I want to do.  I will buy okra.  If I don’t have money I will wait for my 
money, and then go and buy okra. Now my friends also call me ladyfingers [Name 
of okra in English].” – Sayed 
 
In the quotation above, Sayed explains to us how he has been able to identify 
himself in the shop as the one who loves Okra, and called ‘ladyfingers’, and even 
gotten the nickname between his friends.  In this sense he is able to establish a 
sense self through the consumption of his ‘pocket money’ and be recognized as the 
one who likes okra between his friends and shopkeepers. 
Amin, who is Christian, have chosen to administrate his money so he can afford to 
take the public transportation to the church, while Sayed and Ibrahim have chosen 
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that they want to use a part of their money on entertainments.  The ‘Pocket Money 
is in this sense, not only an identifying object, but also a space which enables the 
asylum seeker to dispose of their money in their own interests and engage in social 
activities. 
On the other hand, we can also choose to understand the ‘pocket money’ as a 
disciplining strategy, where the purpose from the state is to integrate the asylums 
seekers into societal norms.  Foucault states: “In appearance, the disciplines 
constitute nothing more than infra-law. They seem to extend general forms defined 
by law to the infinitesimal level of individual lives; or they appear as methods of 
training that enable individuals to become integrated into these general demands.” 
(Foucault in; Rabinow; 1991; 211-212) 
That the asylum seeker can by food and hygienic articles, and that it is the asylum 
seekers own responsibility to use the money in a certain way might be understood 
as a technique of governing and regulation.  The ‘pocket money’ functions as a 
‘carrot & punishment’ tool, since there will be made a cut in the money if the 
asylum seeker to not keep their contract of practice with the authorities or if they 
break property inside the asylum center.  In this way, the ‘pocket money’ is a 
disciplining technique that ensures a certain behavior of the asylum seeker. 
The quotations from my interlocutors, visualizes the importance of the ‘pocket 
money’ as a source for identification of ‘the self’.  Reflecting upon the okra-man, 
the fishing-man, the theft and overspending, it is all informations hard to capture 
through the perspective of Foucault.  Through my informants budgets we can 
understand, how the managing of money enables the asylum seekers to identify 
themselves. 
 
 
 
 
LAURA PERREGÅRD LARSEN 
SPRING 2015 
6TH SEMESTER: BACHELOR PROJECT 
 
36 
 
6. Conclusions 
This project started out with an assumption that we, by looking closer at the 
practices of ‘pocket money’, could shed light on the some of the expectations and 
negotiations that exist between the state and the asylum seekers in Avnstrup 
asylum centre. As the findings in this paper is based on two visits in Avnstrup 
asylum Centre and interviews with my three interlocutors they do not provide a 
general understanding of the relation between all asylum seekers and the state 
when it comes to pocket money, but gives some idea of the reasons for the pocket 
money practices and of my interlocutors’ ways of negotiating these. 
The system for delivering the ‘pocket money’ in Avnstrup asylum Centre reflects 
the power relation between the state and the asylum seekers.  The expectation from 
the state of disciplining the asylum seeker through this system is being negotiated 
in various ways during the ‘pocket money’ day. 
I have analysed the ‘pocket money’ payments from two different perspectives, 
respectively Michel Foucault’s and Erving Goffman.  These have enabled me to shed 
light on the ‘pocket money’ as both a disciplining strategy as well as a space for 
establishing ‘the self’.  On the one hand the state has a certain expectation of what 
the money should be used for. They give the asylum seeker the responsibility to 
fulfil this expectation and use their money morally correct. Besides the 
responsibility that comes with budgeting properly, the ‘pocket money’ has a 
disciplining effect as a part of it can be cut if the asylum seeker’s behaviour does 
not fulfil the contract underwritten with the institution Avnstrup.  On the other 
hand, the ‘pocket money’ enables the asylum seeker to obtain a sense of self, as 
they are capable of administrating their own budgets: going to church, spending 
too much money, or eating okra.  The ‘pocket money’, does in this perspective, 
provide the asylum seekers with a feeling of being people who can chose how to 
spend the little money they are given. 
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